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			Also by Carol Cassella

			Healer

			Oxygen

		

	
		
			For Lucie Rose Gendreau

			Your light still shines

		

	
		
			What are days for?

			Days are where we live.

			They come, they wake us

			Time and time over.

			They are to be happy in:

			Where can we live but days?

			Ah, solving that question

			Brings the priest and the doctor

			In their long coats

			Running over the fields.

			—PHILIP LARKIN, “DAYS,” FROM COLLECTED POEMS

			“There is only one law in the universe that never changes—that all things change, and that all things are impermanent.”

			—BUDDHA

		

	
		
			Part One
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			charlotte

			It is natural law that all complex systems move from a state of order to disorder. Stars decay, mountains erode, ice melts. People get off no easier. We get old or injured and inevitably slide right back into the elements we were first made from. The organized masterpiece of conception, birth, and maturation is really only two steps forward before three steps back, at least in the physical world. Sometimes when Charlotte lost a patient she thought about that and found it comforting—a reminder that she hadn’t failed in what was ultimately an unwinnable game. But if she thought about it too long, she had to wonder if her entire medical career was an interminable battle against the will of the universe.

			She resisted sinking into such rhetoric the night Jane Doe was whisked across Puget Sound in a medevac helicopter to Beacon Hospital’s intensive care unit, to Charlotte. It seemed they always came in the middle of the night, the ones from the more remote hospitals on the Olympic Peninsula—West Harbor and Forks and Port Townsend. Charlotte could picture some overwhelmed doctor reaching his breaking point too many hours before the next sunrise, dreading a night of slumping blood pressure and low oxygen levels and erratic heart rhythms, finally picking up the phone to plead the case for a flight to Seattle. Not that anyone had to plead; they were never turned down.

			Charlotte had her own survival plan for these long nights on call: get the critical facts over the phone, tend to the crises of her eleven current patients before the new one arrived, grab a Diet Coke and some Oreos from the vending machines, a blanket out of the warmer at the nursing station, then tuck into a ball on the love seat in the ICU’s waiting room and listen. Listen for the chop of the helicopter blades, the rising pitch of the engine as it settled onto the roof with its cargo of impending death. Listen for the buzz of an elevator being held open, the swish of the automatic doors into the ICU wing. Sometimes the next sound was a “code four” alarm—someone who’d clung to breath all the way over the peninsula, the islands, the bay, giving up just when the medical mecca was reached, as if a glimpse of heaven in flight had convinced them to move on. Most often the next sound was her pager, confirming the patient had arrived. And then Charlotte was up, the blanket dumped in the hamper and her white coat buttoned.

			She made her first assessment before she was even through the patient’s doorway: weight, age, the color of the skin, the shade of the bruises, the number of tubes snaking from the body, sucking fluid away, pumping fluid in. By the time she was at the bedside she was ticking off which invasive lines would have to be removed, replaced, inserted.

			Jane arrived just after 3:00 a.m. with no fewer than five tubes: one down her throat, another in her neck, two in her left arm, and one looping from her bladder. Jane’s arrival was heralded by pages and alarms and a scrambling of personnel that stopped just shy of a code four. She came with a four-inch stack of medical records, a splint on her right arm, a scaffold of hardware stabilizing her right lower leg, and so much edema that her skin was pocked with the medic’s handprints. But she did not come with a name. Not her own name, at least.

			The medics rolled the orange transport gurney next to the bed and, smooth as a dance, coiled up all the lines and logrolled Jane onto her side to slip a plastic board underneath her. Charlotte stood at Jane’s head and Anne, the nurse, held Jane’s feet. On the count of three all the lines and tubes and wires and the sodden, bruised flesh of Jane Doe slid onto the clean white sheets of the bed that would become her next home. The medics talked while they moved, disconnecting the portable monitors, locking down the empty gurney. “Pressure dipped to seventy after takeoff so we upped the dopamine. Had her on a hundred percent O2 halfway across to keep her saturation above ninety.” The taller of the two handed Charlotte a clipboard to sign, looking more relaxed now that Jane Doe was hooked up to the hospital’s equipment and off his hands. They had met before, on some other transfer, though his name tag was half-covered by the bell of his stethoscope and Charlotte couldn’t recall it. He tapped the stack of chart notes he’d brought. “I wasn’t sure she was even going to make it across.”

			Charlotte looked at the monitors, her new patient’s heartbeat racing across the screen. “How much fluid did she get on the flight?”

			“Fifteen hundred. Pressure kept falling. Not much urine, though.” The fluid in Jane’s Foley bag was the color of rancid orange juice.

			“Thanks for getting her here”—she nudged his stethoscope aside—“Harold.”

			“Harry.”

			Charlotte held her hand out, and he shook it. “Right. Harry. Sorry.” She flashed her own name tag. “Charlotte Reese. Now, if only Jane had worn hers, we’d know who she is.”

			—

			For the next two hours Charlotte’s only goal was to keep Jane Doe alive. Her blood pressure was so low the monitor’s alarm kept chiming, the numbers flashing in red. Jane’s hands and feet were dusky blue, and the largest IV line had clotted off. Charlotte tied an elastic tourniquet above Jane’s elbow and tapped the skin creases, hoping to feel a vessel.

			“You want me to turn up the dopamine?” Anne asked.

			Charlotte glanced at the numbers on the pump. “Call the pharmacy and get some Neosynephrine. And some fresh veins along with it. They must have forgotten to stick those in the helicopter.”

			Anne hung up the phone. “Ten minutes. They’re all out of veins. You want to do a cut down?”

			“Not yet. How’d we get so lucky to be working tonight?”

			“No luck about it for me, baby,” Anne answered. “I’m taking every shift they offer. Got no child support check again this month.”

			“Can’t you get a judge on him?”

			“Judge would have to put money in the man’s pockets to do any good. Tryin’ to get blood from a turnip.”

			Charlotte closed her eyes to focus every sense through her fingertips, pressing and releasing an invisible tension in Jane’s swollen tissues. “There it is. Hand me a sixteen-gauge IV.”

			“Like I was saying.”

			—

			By the time the sky was lightening, Jane Doe was stable enough for Charlotte to dig into the records the medics had left on the desk. If time didn’t matter, if this were her only patient, she could spend the whole week sorting through what had been accumulated in four days. How many numbers and images could be spit out of centrifuged blood and spinal fluid and spinning magnets and X-rays? Hundreds. Thousands. She started by skimming the blood work completed just hours before they loaded Jane into the helicopter; her eyes caught the critically abnormal numbers as though they were in neon: Jane’s kidneys were shutting down, her liver was stressed, her lungs were stiffening and filling with fluid, her bone marrow wasn’t making enough blood, and she was infected with some unidentified bug, verging scarily near septic shock.

			Anne looked over Charlotte’s shoulder. “Any surprises?”

			Charlotte turned toward the woman lying immobile on the bed. Anne had dutifully pulled the metal side rails up, as if there were any chance this patient would spontaneously move. “What you see there is what I’m seeing here. Not good.” She flipped the chart open to the doctors’ progress notes and started deciphering the handwritten scripts. Charlotte hated the auto-filled phrases pumped out by her own hospital’s medical software, saw it as a shortcut around the methodical, personally described physical exam she had been trained to do. Once she had ripped a printed chart note in half because someone—she assumed a student—had clicked “normal exam” and the computer spit out exactly that for a patient with a subtle heart murmur, which had probably caused his stroke. Later she discovered the error had been made by the chief of surgery. But at least computer-generated notes were legible; her eyes blurred with fatigue reading Jane’s chart.

			Charlotte translated a summary for Anne. “Hit and run. A truck driver spotted her in a ditch beside the highway and called 911. Femur fracture, shattered lower leg. Broken elbow. It looks like she was conscious when she got to the ER but too disoriented to give a clear story or her name . . . her initial head CT was OK, so maybe just hypothermia. They rushed to the OR to fix her leg. And somewhere in there things really went to hell.”

			The doctor who’d called Charlotte to request the transfer four days after Jane’s accident had sounded young and exhausted. Charlotte had caught the note of regret in his voice, almost defensive, anticipating blame. She knew they were begging for doctors out on the peninsula—towns built on timber and fishing now collapsing along with those industries, three or four hours and a million cultural miles from the city. The doctors they could hire were often new graduates, and the best of them burned out within a few years. And how much of every doctor’s education happens after he leaves medical school? Half or more, Charlotte thought. More. The guy was in over his head, doing the best he could in a rural, underfunded hospital. Reading these notes, she felt almost as bad for him as she did for Jane. After they fixed her leg they’d taken her to the ICU, still unconscious, still chemically paralyzed by anesthesia drugs. A day had passed balancing her fluids, transfusing blood, and then another day weaning her off sedatives, trying to figure out why her oxygen levels were so low. But she didn’t wake up. Another head CT showed no bleed, no midline shift, nothing to explain it. And on the third day, when Jane was still unconscious, when her white blood cell count started going up and her lungs started getting stiff, a storm had blackened the coastline and flying her out was impossible.

			Charlotte paged through the lab reports and radiographs, waiting for one to pop out at her. Something unifying. Something correctable. After fifteen minutes she shut the chart and cupped her palms over her eyes until the world was dark and small and calm and the thousands of bits of data settled. She was Jane Doe, lying beside the highway, cold, confused, in pain, lifted into an ambulance, rolled into an emergency room bay talking, apparently making enough sense the doctors were more worried about her bones than her brain. Then the blissful nothingness of anesthesia, the pain in her leg and arm and bruised body finally relieved. The bleeding from her open fracture stopped. Warm for the first time in hours.

			Charlotte opened her eyes. “It happened in the OR.”

			“What?” Anne asked.

			“Whatever happened.” Charlotte flipped to the back of the chart, the tab marked Surgical Records. The operation had lasted more than five hours—two or three hours to put a rod up through the fractured bone of her femur and then another two hours working on her lower leg and arm. The surgeon’s notes were boringly unremarkable, glibly dictated from memory, Charlotte could tell. She turned to the anesthetic record—three pages of dots and checks and Xs marching across the gridlines noting blood pressure and pulse. Then, in the middle of page 2, a brief, sharp dive into scary-low numbers before they popped back to normal. So brief it might be written off as a few erratic readings from the automated machines, a kink in the tubes, a loose blood pressure cuff. But when Charlotte looked closely at the other numbers charted by the anesthesiologist, she knew it wasn’t an aberration. He or she had given repeated doses of drugs to kick Jane’s blood pressure higher. And one line below that, Charlotte saw Jane’s oxygen and carbon dioxide levels. They, too, had taken a dive, quickly corrected but blaring like alarms.

			Anne looked over Charlotte’s shoulder. “What happened?”

			“I bet she threw a fat embolus when they put the rod into her femur. Has to be. That’s what hit her lungs.”

			“Was her oxygen level low enough to turn her into this?”

			“Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe some of the emboli got into her brain.” Charlotte closed the chart and walked to the end of Jane’s bed, watched the white sheet rise and collapse with each forced mechanical breath. She imagined the shimmering spray of pale yellow particles forced out of Jane’s marrow when the metal rod was hammered home, coursing through her blood, across her heart or through her lungs, into the fine capillary network of her brain, where they lodged with the effect of a thousand tiny, toxic bombs. “Damn. Can’t fix that one, Jane. Have to get the rest of you well and see if your brain still works.”

			Not a month earlier Charlotte had had a conversation with her boyfriend Eric, who’d more than once watched her throw the weight of modern medicine along with her single-minded will against all natural forces to keep a patient alive, only to lose in the end. Eric had challenged her on it that day. “Should quantity of life always trump quality? Maybe you set your goals too high.”

			She knew he was only giving voice to her own darker thoughts, but still she’d been miffed. “Maybe I’ll repeat that to your doctor when you’re lying in an intensive care unit someday.”

			“Maybe I’ll get lucky and be in your ICU. I’m just saying it might not be the number of days that matter. Maybe it’s the one day they need to fix whatever’s standing between them and heaven.”

			“Said the guy who doesn’t believe in heaven,” she had retorted.

			—

			“Stay with me, Jane. It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Charlotte said out loud.

			“The Neosynephrine’s here. What next?” Anne asked.

			“Next I call the doctor in West Harbor and tell him to stop blaming himself. This one was an act of God. God and whoever slammed into her and drove away.” 
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			raney

			As should be the case with any memorable love story, the first time Raney Remington saw Bo she hated him. She didn’t have any choice but to hate him, he was so beautiful. So foreign. After all, no exceptional thing can exist for long without a counterbalance—the weight of it would tip a life over. Raney hated Bo for his skinny frame, scrawny even for a twelve-year-old kid still shy of puberty. She hated his pale skin, as coddled as all the city boys who came out to Olympic National Park for summer camps and vacation Bible schools and “back to nature” classes. All of them soggy and miserable in their L.L.Bean boots and Eddie Bauer parkas. This boy must have borrowed his father’s; the wrists drooped over his hands and the hem came nearly to his knees, his stiff blue jeans poking out all mud-splattered below. He was standing outside Peninsula Foods underneath the gutter, and a dam of leaves broke loose, spouting a cascade of rainwater directly onto his head. Any reasonable person would have stepped under cover, but this boy pulled his hood back and looked straight up at the stream like he might open his mouth and swallow. His skin was so white the shadows of his cheekbones were blue. That’s how Raney would have painted him—how she did paint him years later from memory, translucent and frail as Picasso’s Blue Boy, black hair a mess of damp points and planes, rain running down his cheeks like tears. A blue-blooded member of the club that didn’t want the likes of her. She stared so hard he finally looked at her, and even from across the street she caught the same ghost-blue color in his eyes. Then a woman walked out of the store and directed the boy to a scuffed red Malibu that Raney recognized from John Hardy’s store, where her grandfather bought his feed, and there was Mr. Hardy at the wheel. She watched them drive down the street and around the bend in the highway until the exhaust fumes disappeared, and she knew exactly what she wanted: that boy gone from Quentin. She never wanted to see him again.

			And she didn’t. Not for ten days. Not until she was painting down in the ravine and caught him squatting on the opposite bank with his knees splayed apart inside his clasped arms and a book dangling from his hand, watching her like he’d paid for a ticket and had every right to be in her woods. Raney concentrated so fully on ignoring him she dropped her brush on the ground and had to pick pine needles and dirt off the bristles. She could swear she saw him smirk. She raised her middle finger at him. Bo, in turn, raised his first two fingers in the salute drivers around Quentin gave passing strangers on back roads. He nodded once and crossed his legs with the book facedown in his lap, as if she should pretend he belonged around here and go back to her canvas.

			She worked from a row of baby food jars filled with house paints nabbed off porches and out of garages and construction dumps, a palette scrabbled from the poor taste of a poor town mixed into the colors she saw in these woods and water and sky. She dipped her brush into white primer and filled in the trillium blooming in the sword ferns beside Bo; lit the ridge of cloud showing through the canopy over his head. And then, with no conscious intention, she started painting his intrusive, unwelcome face, his doughy brow cut by his black eyebrows and the gray hollows at his temples. He needed a blood transfusion, that boy. She popped the lid off a sampler tin of Barn Red and painted a slash across his face, packed her brushes and jars into a tackle box, and hauled the whole lot down the slippery path to the creek bottom then back up the other side, where she stood over him, breathing hard with anger more than exercise.

			“You here for the Bible church camp?”

			“No.”

			“You don’t belong here. Don’t live around here.”

			“No.”

			She looked out at the ocean this stream bled into, waiting, until a fist of impatience made her ask outright, “So what are you doing here?”

			“Watching you paint.”

			“I don’t mean here, here. I mean here. In Quentin.”

			He squinted up at her so only half his eyes showed underneath his brows. “My aunt lives here. I’m staying with her for the summer.”

			“How come?”

			“My folks are on a trip to Europe.”

			“So why didn’t you go with them?”

			Bo looked away like he had to give the question some thought. “ ’Cause I didn’t want to spend all summer in museums and churches.” He stood up and brushed dirt from his seat, lost his balance, and bounced awkwardly back to his feet. “I live in Seattle. You know where the Space Needle is?”

			Raney wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of learning she’d only been to Seattle twice, the last time at age seven. Up this close she saw he must have had some blood running through his veins; he flushed pink at the corner of his nostrils and under his cheekbones while she stared him down. He reminded her of a china cup her grandmother had had—so thin you could see the shadow of your fingers through the bowl—he looked like he could break just as easy. It made her stomach go tight, this beautiful, breakable boy who lived in a house near the Space Needle with two parents lolling through France for a summer; this boy who did not belong to these woods and should know better.

			“What’s your book?” she asked him.

			He flashed the spine toward her. “Lord of the Rings. Read it?”

			“Only good one was The Hobbit.”

			“Only easy one, maybe.”

			Raney felt the band tighten around her stomach again, a hot flush. She jerked her head toward the wide breach in the earth where the Little Quentin River had carved through twenty feet of cliff and the sky and ocean split the gloom of woods. “Anybody showed you the cave yet? There was seal pups in there last year—they might have come back. Follow me. Unless you’re scared.”

			He chewed the inside of his lip, probably gauging whether she might be some of the riffraff he’d been warned against. That or he was just plain chicken, in which case the boys around here would make his life hell anyway. She might as well teach him how to fend for himself, she justified. She broke out across the duff and mossed roots that hinted at a trail. At the break where the earth began the steep dive to the beach she stashed her tackle box under a rock ledge, then grappled and slipped down to the beach, following the foamy waterline until she was out of his sight. When he hadn’t appeared after five minutes she popped her head and shoulders out of a gash in the bluff above the wet sand. “You gotta climb up along the side. Over here.” The lip of the cave was no more than seven feet above the beach, but he stood wary underneath her, like he was staring straight up the pylons of the Space Needle itself. Raney hooked one foot into a crevice just below the green stripe that marked the tide line, then dropped at his feet like a cat. “Over here. Hand me your book and take hold of the roots.” She talked him root by rock up the bluff into the mouth of the cave. “I’m going back to get a flashlight—I heard ’em mewing toward the rear but it’s too dark.” Any color that had crept into Bo’s face from the climb up the rocks paled, and Raney saw him winding up to protest. Frigid seawater lapped her bare ankles. She tucked his book under her arm and called up, “If you sit quiet a little ways inside you’ll be able to see them when your eyes adjust. Last summer one practically crawled into my lap. Won’t take me twenty minutes to go and get back.”

			—

			It occurred to Raney to return to the beach and check on the boy in the cave before nightfall; it pricked her conscience enough she didn’t eat much dinner and even after she’d gotten into bed she still tossed and turned, wondering if she was more irked at herself or at him. What idiot would follow a total stranger down a cliff into a tide-flood cave looking for seal pups? Just after midnight she pushed the covers back and pulled his soggy book out of her tackle box. The pages were stuck together and it smelled more of the woods than book glue and paper. Tolkien. Wouldn’t you just know it? She lit the gas heater in the bathroom and propped the book on a trash can in front of it, flipped the toilet seat down, and sat with her chin in her hands watching it dry. The cobalt-blue dye of the book’s cloth jacket had stained the pages a paler shade, not far off from the color of his eyes. If he had stayed missing all night, the whole town would know about it by the time the sun rose.

			As soon as it was light, she bundled a thin sheet of plywood and a few clean brushes into a tarp, picked up her paints, and stomped out of the house. Not ten yards down the drive she turned around, climbed back upstairs, and shoved his stupid book into her pack. A fog had moved in, making the early summer day as wintery as December, the clouds so low to the ground it was like the ocean had spread itself thinner and higher until it blurred into sky. On days like this Raney sometimes painted the mood she felt more than the shapes she saw, shifting her palette to grays and greens that moved in waves rather than the sharp lines of sunshine and shadow. She propped her plywood up on a park bench across the street from Hardy’s Store a good hour before it opened. She watched the lights come on upstairs and then in the back storeroom when the Star Food Service truck pulled up, and finally saw the shadow of Mrs. Hardy through the milky glass in the front door. A minute later Mrs. Hardy stepped onto the worn plank porch with a broom in one hand, her other hand planted at what used to be her waist, breathing in the foggy morning air like she expected no better from life but no worse either—just her usual sour acceptance of Quentin and its slow journey to nowhere. She didn’t look panicked. Not like a woman who’d stayed up all night combing the woods for her nephew with the police. She saw Raney and nodded her chin. And damn if Raney didn’t figure out then that she’d been holding her breath for the last thirteen hours.

			An odd thing happened after that, which Raney would remember all her life. She began a painting of the main street of town: the empty two-lane highway that barely slowed as it passed the few storefronts and the elementary school on its way to the national park; Jimmy Tucker’s shoebox Pan-Abode house beyond the intersection near the Baptist church, his dad’s rusted trawler forever listing on its keel like it had been swept over his chain-link fence and deposited there by a great tidal wave. She painted Hardy’s Store in the center and sketched in Mrs. Hardy stabbing at the doorjamb with her broom. But right after Raney started coloring in Mrs. Hardy’s bulky figure and fleshy calves in their thick-rolled stockings, she suddenly dipped her brush into Commodore Blue and painted denim jeans on a skinny boy wearing Converse sneakers and a gray hooded sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up. Not five minutes later Bo took the broom out of his aunt’s hand and pushed the sleeves of a gray sweatshirt further up his pale arms. That was sufficient God-sign to last Raney all summer. She assumed she was forgiven.

			She caught him looking at her, but she kept painting and he kept sweeping until it felt too ridiculous. She wiped the paint off her brush and pulled his book out of her backpack, marched across the street, and stuck it in his hand. “I tried to dry it out.” She saw a tangle of scratches up both arms, one long red line under his left eye. So he’d climbed up the face of the cliff instead of risking the surf—City Boy didn’t have enough fat on him to float, she thought. Or he didn’t know how to swim.

			He flipped through the clumped, wavy pages with one thumb, the broom tucked under his arm. “Guess you didn’t try very hard.”

			That seemed to be as much as either of them could think to say; Raney wasn’t about to apologize now that she knew he hadn’t spent the night in that cave. They stood silent, watching two crows tear at a sodden bag in the gutter near her painting. The mist gathered itself into something more declarative, and he jerked one shoulder toward her propped-up plywood. “Your drawing’s getting wet.”

			“Everything here gets wet at some point,” she answered. He looked at her with a funny half smile, like she’d shared a secret, and she felt something prickly creep up her spine; something she wanted to avoid but it was already inside. “I know where there’s an eagle’s nest. Three babies still in it.” She spit on two fingers and held them up in the air. “For real—I swear. No caves.”

			—

			Bo stayed in Quentin for three months, the whole of his summer vacation and then some. If he missed his mother or father or anything else about his life in Seattle, he didn’t say a word to Raney, nor did he ask about the topics she sidestepped. As if they had an undeclared truce on their private struggles, they talked only about what mattered each day—the book he was reading, the easel she was saving for, the model car he was building, what section of the town dump they should scavenge next.

			After a week or so Raney decided that stranding Bo in that cave was the best possible beginning for their friendship, right up front doing away with any awkwardness about him being a boy and her a girl, him having money and her not. He was like one of those kidnapped kids that bond with their kidnappers and forget they ever lived a better life. And with Raney at his back the local boys bequeathed a grudging tolerance and kept their distance. Bo made a good effort to pretend that clawing his way out of the cave had been no big deal, but the forests and drift-tangled beaches around Quentin were as foreign to him as Paris would have been to Raney, and for the first time in her life she was the wise one, the teacher. One afternoon she took him up Mount Wilson to see the view of the bay and he spent a long time reading the forest service signs warning of cougars. Half an hour later she turned around to see him poking a stick at something in the trail, and he shot off like a shy horse when Raney snapped a branch coming back for him. She stopped at the pile of wet black cones he’d been inspecting. “What were you looking at?” He ambled toward her, shrugging his shoulders, looking embarrassed. “You thought it was cougar scat, didn’t you? Cats bury their business. Anyway, if a cougar’s following us you won’t know till he’s got his claws in your neck.” They were already comfortable enough he could laugh at such a gibe.

			Raney’s grandfather, though, had a different take on her new friendship—he didn’t like Bo from the get-go. One hot afternoon Bo was buying her a Slurpee at 7-Eleven when Grandpa pulled his truck across two parking spaces and got out with the engine still running. He stood in the middle of the walk between Bo and his bicycle, staring Bo down. “I am Renee’s grandfather. You are . . . ?”

			Bo looked at Raney and then looked back at her grandfather and dropped the Slurpee on the ground. He bent to pick up the cup, then seemed to think the better of it, wiped his hand on his pant leg, and held it out. “I’m Robert, sir.”

			Grandpa crossed his arms. “Well, Robert, you need a haircut.” Then he turned to Raney like Bo was nothing more than a squashed bug. “Dinner at six. Small towns have big eyes, Renee.”

			After he got into his truck Raney picked up the half-empty plastic cup and stuck it into Bo’s rejected hand. “You’re not going to pee your pants, are you? He’s not scary when you know him. He might get used to you.” Later, a part of her mind figured Grandpa must have wondered what this twelve-year-old boy was teaching her, a thirteen-year-old girl, out in the woods all day. Grandpa didn’t trust many people right off the bat, and Raney was the only family he had left to worry about, so he invested himself thoroughly in the job. As a consequence, perhaps, Bo only came to Raney’s house once, early in that first summer, a day Grandpa had driven to Shelton to sell a gun he’d bought at the Bremerton Gun Show. Even though she knew he was sixty miles away, her hand was cold and sweaty opening the back-door latch; she kept hearing the cough of his F-150 every time a car came up the hill below their property, heard his boot step every time one of the dogs jumped up on the porch. She hardly ever invited people into that house—her few girlfriends were too scared of Grandpa to do more than call for Raney from the yard. Her nervousness seemed to infect Bo. He kept asking, Where was Shelton, how long was the drive, when had her grandpa left, how long did it take to sell a gun?

			“You’d think he was buying a gun to use on you,” she finally retorted, and it must have hit close to home, because Bo came right back with, “Well, would he?”

			She told him her granddad liked guns well enough, but his philosophy was that the best protection when TEOTWAWKI comes is long-term survival. The gun hoarders would be out there killing each other off for a few months until the ammunition ran out, and then those who’d stayed alive and healthy would end up the better for it.

			“When what comes?”

			“TEOT . . . The End Of The World As We Know It.” By the look on his face it was clear this was not something people on Queen Anne Hill in Seattle were worrying about. “Never mind. Watch out for the dogs—show ’em the back of your hand first.”

			Bo walked through the door ahead of her, and Raney followed his eyes around the sparsely furnished kitchen, seeing it for herself in a new way. Seeing how much she had forgiven and how much she had accepted without expecting anything more—a paucity of material goods that suddenly looked more like loneliness than simplicity. There was a long plank table in the center of the kitchen with two mismatched wooden chairs, a jar of washed silverware in the middle. They had four metal folding chairs in the pantry for guests, but they’d never used them, not as far as she could remember. On the Formica counter was a metal toaster, a half loaf of bread in a knotted plastic bag, and a row of gallon-sized glass canning jars with flour and sugar and coffee. None of her schoolwork or class photos were taped on the refrigerator, standard decor in her friends’ houses she’d not thought to miss in her own. A shorter counter along the back wall held a deep porcelain farm sink under a wavy-paned window that looked across the yard and the shallow duck pond and chicken coop. On a clear winter day when the wild cherry and the bigleaf maple were bare, you could see the white cap of Mount Olympus, but now they made a green thicket. The view out that window had always been enough for her until Bo was sitting at their kitchen table running his fingernail down the greasy crack between two of the wooden planks.

			Gif, their old German shepherd, butted his nose against the screen door until she let him in. He made a thoughtful assessment of Bo, lifting his nose to take in the boy’s scent; then he leaned against Raney’s leg. Bo reached out a hand but drew it back when Gif curled his lip and rumbled.

			“Hungry?” Raney asked.

			He only shrugged, which didn’t surprise her; she’d yet to witness him eat anything that he hadn’t packed from home and didn’t look suspiciously vegetarian. So she noticed it when he asked, “You got any Coke?”

			Raney stopped scratching Gif’s ear and looked at him. “You drink Coke?”

			“Well, no. Not at my house. But I thought maybe you did.”

			She shook her head. “Gramps doesn’t believe in it. I mean he believes it exists and all, he just . . .” She petered off, unexpectedly self-conscious with him. “So why don’t you drink Coke?”

			Bo was looking at Gif, rubbing his fingers together like he might tempt the dog to trust him. For a minute Raney didn’t think he was going to answer, and then he shrugged and said, “Sort of the same. My mom thinks it makes me sick.”

			“Sick how?”

			“I had this spell last year. From eating too much sugar and preservatives.”

			“What kind of spell?”

			“Like a fainting spell. How come your dog’s so mean?”

			“He’s not mean once he knows you. I guess he only knows me and Grandpa. I could fix you some cheese toast.”

			“How long’s your grandmother been gone?”

			“A while. She died when I was about eight. Had the cancer.”

			“What happened to your mom and dad?”

			Here it came. The question that always changed everything. It had taken him long enough—he hadn’t brought it up once on the treks through woods and beach they’d already taken and Raney had gotten hopeful he’d never ask. She had a vision of that moment in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy’s world goes Technicolor. Raney knew that was the part most people liked best, but not her. She might love standing in the oil-paint section of the Port Townsend craft store touching the undimpled tin tubes of color she couldn’t afford, imagining the mix of tints that would tell the truth about her own world, but in The Wizard of Oz she preferred the black-and-white part. Dorothy safe and sound with her Auntie Em and Uncle Henry and nobody giving a damn where her mother or father was.

			She pulled a fork out of the jar on the table and started gouging at the filthy crevices Bo had picked at. “My mom left when I was four. She was sick. I don’t remember it, but Grandpa says she left because she didn’t want me to see her like that.” Bo was staring at her like he was waiting for her to cry or something, and she had an urge to plant the fork in the back of his hand.

			“What about your dad?” he asked like he couldn’t help himself.

			Raney squared her shoulders and looked straight at him. “I don’t know who my dad is, which is fine with me. I’d rather have a grandpa who loves me than a dad who couldn’t care less, right? We’re the same blood, Grandpa and me. So don’t go feeling sorry.”

			“I didn’t say I felt sorry . . .”

			She pointed the fork at his face. “You didn’t say it but I could see you were thinking about it. My mom loved me plenty. I got letters for a while.” She put the fork back in the jar and crossed her arms. “I think she’s dead. Sometimes I wake up at night and know it for sure, down inside of me. You know how when it’s black and quiet and you’re dreaming and then you go through that weird space of trying to figure out if you’re asleep or awake? Well, I think those dreams might be truer than anything you think in the light of day. Like you had one foot in the next world. I’ve seen her there, my mom. If she could get back to me she would.”

			His mouth pinched tight and Raney shot him a challenging look, ready to tackle him if he so much as smiled. After a long minute he said, “My parents aren’t on a trip to Europe. They’re getting a divorce. They didn’t tell me that—nobody wants to tell me. But I know it anyway.”

			Raney wanted to know if he got to choose where he’d live, with his mother or his father, but she looked at his face and knew not to ask. “You want to see the rest of the house?”

			—

			The living room was dark. Her grandmother had decorated it, but Grandpa and Raney almost never used the room, so the smell of mold came through like abandonment and the furniture looked more like the props used in school plays than anything a person might actually sit on. Bo asked if they could watch MTV and Raney said Grandpa didn’t believe in TV, thought it was the government’s way of stupefying the population so no one would rise up. There were two pink velvet–covered armchairs, a matching pink sofa, and a dark wood coffee table with glass over the top that Raney had tripped and split her chin on when she was five. There was a bookcase with some war medals and books about Korea and Vietnam and one oversize book with pictures from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which had belonged to Raney’s grandmother.

			Bo kept his hands in his pockets, as if he was cold, moving his eyes from one dusty object to the next without a word. Raney felt like she was supposed to be telling him something about this room where time seemed to have stopped, but she couldn’t identify what. She started to wish she had not brought him here. Then his eyes settled on a photograph of her mother, Celine. She was about fifteen in the photograph, wearing a turquoise sweater with a big gold pin in the shape of a rose—Raney still had that actual pin in her underwear drawer. Celine was looking right at the camera, which meant, of course, that she was looking right at Raney, and her mother’s eyes were a complicated mix of brown and rusty gold and green, the same green Raney saw in her own eyes. The photograph was actually a black and white, but Raney saw those colors rich and saturated and they never faded, no matter how old that picture got year after year. Bo stood in front of it for a long time. He didn’t ask who the woman was, but Raney saw him look at the picture and then look at her and it was pretty obvious.

			“I can’t show you my room. Grandpa wouldn’t like it.” Bo looked a little relieved, which for some reason made her want to take him upstairs and show him the quilted twin bed where she slept, the wooden desk Grandpa had built for her under the window that, in wintertime, let her watch snow pile up on the Brothers peaks. Then the dogs started barking and she got scared for a minute that Grandpa might be driving in, but then she did the math of miles from here to Shelton and back and knew it was just rabbits or one of the barn cats. “I’ve got another place I can show you. But you have to promise me you’ll never tell a soul. It’s outside.”

			Rex, their pointer, must have decided by then that Bo was no threat. The dog danced around the boy’s legs as they went out into the yard, running to grab sticks for them to throw, bowing down on his front paws to drop them at Bo’s feet like he was making offerings to a king. Raney could tell Bo didn’t own a dog—he’d reach tentatively for whatever Rex dropped, like the dog might change his mind again and bite. But she granted that Bo had a pretty good arm for a boy who was so pale and skinny you wondered if they let children play outside in Seattle.

			The sun had broken through the clouds and the yard was alive with jays and crows and the hum of dragonflies. A cluster of hot-pink hollyhocks seeded ages ago by Raney’s grandmother swayed with blooms as big as saucers. Grandpa’s long-dead Mercury rusted in a patch of morning glory at the edge of the woods and the faded red paint and twisting vines with their white trumpet-shaped flowers, all illuminated in a beam of sunshine, looked more glorious than decrepit to Raney. This was how she saw her house, their land, and felt acutely awkward to know she hoped Bo could see it the same—brilliant and vital and not at all lonely. And Bo was lit up, too, pitching rocks and plastic bottles for the dog, loosening his body more with every throw like the sun had oiled his joints, whooping at that hunter as if he needed any encouragement to race and retrieve. Later, Raney wondered why she couldn’t just enjoy the moment as long as it lasted. Instead she did it to him again. She slipped inside the barn and disappeared from Bo’s sight.
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			charlotte

			Felipe Otero, one of Charlotte’s partners, rapped on the metal frame of Jane Doe’s sliding glass door before stepping inside—a small gesture of courtesy uniquely his own, Charlotte thought. Most of the other doctors breezed in and out of the ICU cubicles, barely pausing unless family members were present, subconsciously claiming this property as their own, this time their own, even the moment it took to pause at the doorway too valuable to squander.

			“Full house today. You had a busy night.” He nodded at Jane, still unconscious and immobile, and spoke in a half whisper barely audible over her ventilator and the bustle in the hallway and nursing station, filled with personnel as the nurses changed shift. “Want to sign out? I can take over.”

			Charlotte glanced at the clock. “You still have time for breakfast. Why so early?”

			“Easier to be here than at home some mornings.” He grinned at this reference to his teenagers, who Charlotte knew had been giving him hell. “Ethics board had a meeting this morning. I heard about the new patient.”

			“The ethics board is already discussing her?”

			“No. Helen Seras asked me if I’d seen her yet. KING-TV called her.”

			“The accident was five days ago.”

			“Yes, but there’s no TV station in Forks.”

			“West Harbor. Do us all a favor and keep Helen out of my way this morning. You know the whole story?” Felipe shook his head. “Hit-and-run pedestrian found beside the highway. No ID—”

			“That much I know,” Felipe interrupted.

			“She was alert when the medics got her to the ER. Arm and leg fractures. And now . . . this.” She looked at Jane’s pale, bloated body. “I think she threw a fat embolism in the OR when they were fixing her femur fracture.”

			“Just pulmonary or to her brain? She’s had an MRI?”

			“I’m sure it hit her brain. She never woke up after surgery. MRI is at nine o’clock this morning. Echocardiogram this afternoon when they can fit her in. Her lungs are getting worse by the hour. She’ll need a tracheostomy soon.”

			Felipe looked at the numbers on the flow sheet in front of Charlotte, then walked to Jane’s bedside and in one sweep of the monitors saw enough to know that Jane would be here for weeks before they could guess her ultimate outcome—if they could keep her alive that long. Then he turned his face to the woman lying on the bed, limbs arranged doll-like at her side in their casts and bandages and braces. Charlotte saw him smooth the folded edge of the thin cotton blanket that covered her torso. “She’s quite young,” he said when he came back to the desk.

			“Around forty.” She almost added, “around my age,” but it felt too personally referential—unprofessional to hint at any close identification with a patient even to someone like Otero, whom she considered a friend. As if he heard her thoughts, he smiled and looked Charlotte in the eyes. “Yes. Young. Lots to live for. Finish your note and go home to your garden. Call your boyfriend.”

			“Eric doesn’t get out of bed until ten.”

			“So, join him.” Felipe laughed at the face Charlotte made, a self-mocking grimace that summed up how she felt after being awake and working all night, her hair lank, her scrubs rumpled and smelling faintly of sweat. Felipe was twelve years older than Charlotte, his outside life consumed by one particularly wild son and a perpetually tempestuous marriage. But for four years they had shared patients and call schedules and a mutual skepticism of hospital bureaucracy, which proved to be the best possible stress relief in a job that was often all stress. Felipe had championed Eric even before Charlotte allowed herself to think about him romantically, when she was still too angry at her prior boyfriend to consider any man with a forgiving heart. Or maybe Felipe just championed love itself, found its unsteadiness a seductive twist to its pleasure—all the more alluring when success was unpredictable and thus an ideal counter to his precision in the ICU, where Charlotte could sometimes see him silently tick through all practical options for a patient, weighing hard choices against statistical odds before setting a clinical course his emotions couldn’t impeach. Sometimes she envied him that.

			She flipped through the notes she’d made about Jane Doe over the last hours, looking for any missing test or order or medication—and Jane was only one of the twelve patients she was managing, albeit the sickest. Charlotte’s eyes felt sticky and she recognized the lag between her thoughts and her decisions that always crept in after long nights. “All right. I’ll go. Come out to the nurses station and let’s go over the charts.”

			—

			She called Otero twice on the way home, remembering details she hadn’t outright talked about even though she knew he’d handle them: remind the echo tech to look for a septal defect in Jane’s heart, get a surgical consult for her trach, make sure Infectious Disease sees her first thing today. It could be endless, this mental circling she did around complex cases, knowing how drastically things could change in one day. She stopped at Whole Foods for cat food, yogurt, and some fruit but left with an enormous frosted cinnamon roll—somehow they almost looked healthy sitting on their tidy brown paper squares in a wicker basket. She thought about driving to Swansons Nursery for more lettuce starts. She thought about going straight to Eric’s but decided to rent a George Clooney DVD instead, then circled the parking lot of the video store twice and decided to go home without stopping. The fog of fatigue, an entire, sparkling afternoon ahead with no obligations, it left her aimlessly wandering through a boggling plethora of options. She needed more hobbies, she thought. She needed sleep.

			Puck, the tiny gray kitten rescued from a Dumpster and now grown into an enormous, belligerent hair ball, stood on his hind paws clawing at the glass door and pushed between Charlotte’s legs before she’d even stepped into the kitchen. She dropped her purse and groceries on the table and opened the first section of the newspaper while she finished the cinnamon roll. She should sleep now, she knew, let her brain reorder itself so she could get something accomplished later. But the sun looked so nakedly yellow this morning, and the petunias she’d put into pots on the porch just beyond the open kitchen door gave off a pungent smell of earth, shouldering their fat purple and pink blossoms like they intended to take over the whole garden. And there was a certain luxuriance in being so thoroughly fatigued; an excuse to let her mind roll into whatever corners it chose, a day off from life as much as a day off from work.

			She got a pot of coffee going and took a shower, and by the time she came back into the kitchen, Puck had returned and slumped onto the newspaper for a nap. He jumped off the table as soon as he heard Charlotte rattle the box of cat food, the top sheet of newsprint clinging to his fur so that it sailed to the floor. She stopped halfway to picking it up when a headline and a pencil sketch of a woman’s face caught her eye: “Unconscious Jane Doe Still Unidentified.” Charlotte was wide awake now. She skimmed the few paragraphs so quickly they hardly made sense and then sat holding the page in front of her, reading it line by line until it was clear that yes, this was Beacon Hospital’s Jane Doe. Her Jane Doe, though the sketch was so generously ambiguous it could have been a thousand Caucasian middle-aged women. The article read more like a tantalizing “if it bleeds, it leads” than a plea for Jane’s relatives to find her, which made Charlotte irrationally angry, strangely possessive—as if one of her own family members had been exposed just to sell copy. But when she calmed down and read it again, she realized that what she really felt was protective, as though bad press was as threatening as bad bacteria and it was her job to guard Jane against it all.

			The paper told Charlotte only slightly more than she already knew, but the fact that it focused on the nonmedical questions—Why had no one reported her missing? Where had she lived? What were the police doing to find her relatives? Who had run her down and driven away?—made Jane seem even more vulnerable to Charlotte; more human, she was embarrassed to admit. She tore the article out and put it in a drawer with loose recipes, plastic spoons, and crayons she kept handy for her nephews. She stood outside with her coffee watching morning commuters stalled on the 520 Bridge, plucked a few faded blooms from the wooden flower boxes, then got the article out of the drawer, read it for the third time, and opened her laptop.

			A Google search didn’t tell her much more. No serious investigation had been started until three days after Jane’s surgery, probably because they’d kept expecting her to wake up and tell them her name. It was as if her conscious, relatively stable status when she’d hit the emergency room had lulled them into taking their time about identifying her. They seemed to have few clues about the car that had struck her. No wonder Helen Seras was already asking about Jane; as the vice president who did most of the public speaking for the hospital, she’d be left to explain things if this turned into a bad PR trip.

			—

			Charlotte leaned toward the floor and rubbed her fingers together, tempting the cat to sidle near; he sniffed once and, discerning nothing edible, slunk beneath her attempted caress and wandered away. She loved the diffidence in that animal, quite irrationally; Eric teased that he’d be gone in a heartbeat the day she neglected to fill his bowl. Eric would probably still be asleep; she would call later and tell him about her night, hear what turn his book revision was taking. The closer he got to a deadline, the more he reversed his days and nights, often writing until nearly dawn. So they would both be exhausted, Charlotte figured. He got so immersed in the final stages of a project, she’d come to accept a temporary sense of distance—knew better than to take it personally and knew the same passion would be focused on her once the book was done. But this time felt different to her—not as clearly rooted in his work. Not as clearly rooted in him.

			She thought of another three suggestions for Jane’s care and called the nursing station in the ICU. But as soon as the secretary answered, she reconsidered—Otero was the best intensivist at Beacon, better than herself, in her own opinion. If he was half as busy today as she’d been last night she should give him some peace. Instead she asked the secretary if Jane Doe was still in cubicle 6, which meant that she was still alive. She repeated the same call every four hours that entire day, hardly aware she was holding her breath until she heard the reaffirming answer followed by her own relief.
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			raney

			From underneath the barn floor, Raney listened to Bo hollering for the dogs, listened to his low grunt as he heaved the stick for them again, the pause of its silent sail through the air, and then the thud of wood against packed earth. She held the trapdoor of the bunker cracked only a few inches open; dust and bits of hay picked up slits of daylight coming through the old walls and chinks in the roof. She heard Bo’s footsteps change pace, circle back around, closer, and she let the hatch down with a soft thump. A few minutes later she heard his voice calling for her, echoing through the metal air shaft hidden behind a mock orange planted just for that purpose. Then he was inside the barn, though judging by the rising pitch of his voice and the pace of his Converse sneakers crisscrossing the floor, Bo didn’t start to panic until he’d checked every corner and the hayloft to boot. Even then she waited until his steps came to a halt nearly over her head. When it got so still she wondered if he might be crying, Raney threw the hidden hatch open and popped out of the ground like a ghost springing from the grave. Bo dropped to his knees with his arms across his stomach. Raney would have climbed out to comfort him if she hadn’t been laughing so hard.

			“You going to puke?” she asked.

			“No,” he said, wiping his eyes and mouth. “But if I were I’d make sure to hit you in the face.”

			“Come inside. Watch the ladder—there’s a weak step on the third rung.” She sat on one of the two cots, watched Bo’s feet feel for the steps until he was on the ground letting his eyes adjust to the low light.

			“What is this? Your playhouse?” His voice was still shaky, but he had his thumbs crooked in his pockets like he was totally cool.

			Raney let out a laugh, not that it was a ridiculous question. It was a house, of sorts. “It’s a bunker. My grandpa built it.” She turned on a lantern and settled back on the cot.

			Bo walked deeper into the room and let himself down on the other cot, their knees close enough to tangle. “What’s he use it for?”

			“Survival. It’s like a bomb shelter. Where you go if there’s a war or something.”

			 Small as it was, Grandpa kept this room meticulously organized. All four walls were lined with plank shelves that held stacks of alphabetically arranged cans: artichoke hearts and asparagus and beets and Boston baked beans and carrots. Hundreds of them. Raney had argued that it made no sense to stick to the alphabet, as when you are hungry you think with your stomach: meat first, then vegetables, and eventually Hostess Ding Dongs for dessert. But Grandpa took so much pride in his system she let it be.

			Under each cot were tanks of water and oil and gasoline and kerosene, and under the shelves were packages of batteries and a gas stove, a sun shower and more water; plastic bins with blankets and tarps, a big metal can filled with packs of Burpee seeds and a sealed metal box of medicines—aspirin and Tylenol and Imodium and Pepto-Bismol, iodine tablets and alcohol and bandages and even some skin suture and needles he’d pinched from the Jefferson General emergency room once. He had hooks screwed into the wall holding ropes and hoses and an axe and maul and a shovel and trowel, various-sized lanterns and a fire extinguisher and a hunting rifle with shells in a waterproof case and several skinning knives. There was one shelf of books: a History of War, Wilderness First Aid, three Reader’s Digest Condensed Books, and a complete volume of Shakespeare’s plays. One copy each of the Bible and the Qur’an, and The Tibetan Book of the Dead, The Communist Manifesto, and a partial set of The World Book Encyclopedia he’d picked up at a garage sale. Also Gone with the Wind (which Raney had requested) and a spiral-bound Boy Scout Campfire Cookery. There was an unframed photograph of Raney’s grandmother, Joy, tacked to the wall and beginning to curl at the edges. For the first time Raney was struck by her grandmother’s awkwardly wide mouth and thick eyebrows and saw more of her own face there than her mother’s. And just today, waiting for Bo to panic, she had discovered two new additions to the bunker: a Costco-sized carton of Kotex and a shallow Rubbermaid container Grandpa had filled with tubes of paint and various brushes and a few prestretched canvases. Genuine oil paints, with names like magenta and titanium, intended for canvas instead of a sheet of drywall. Raney had stroked the smooth paint tubes like they were bolts of fine silk. She wondered if he was hiding them here for her birthday or if he was thinking the end was coming sooner than expected.

			Bo looked like he’d fallen down the rabbit hole. “Jeez, you could live in here.”

			“That’s the point.”

			He leaned close to inspect the photo of Raney’s grandmother. He stood up and touched the hunting rifle and knives, picked up a shortwave radio from the shelf. “So how does your granddad say the world is going to end?”

			“Depends on his mood. There’s that AIDS disease. He says that could be like the bubonic plague. The USSR might blow us up—they have missiles pointed right at the navy base over in Bremerton, you know.”

			“My dad says the Soviet Union is broke. He says it’s going to fall apart ’cause of Afghanistan.”

			“What does your dad do that makes him so smart?”

			“He buys and sells corn and stuff. Commodities.”

			“Corn. Your dad sells corn. In Seattle.”

			“Well, at least I’ve got a dad. He’s rich too.” Raney’s face went stony, not believing he would put that shit on her. Bo turned all shades of pink. He took his hand out of his pocket like he might touch her, but she pulled back. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

			She shrugged, but wished now that she’d left him out in the yard still searching for her. She stood on the cot and pulled an oblong box off the shelf. It was filled with cartons of Marlboros. She took out a pack and tamped it firm against the heel of her hand like she did it all the time, unzipped the gold plastic string from the clear wrapper, and shook one cigarette out. “Go on. Take it.” He looked at it like she was passing him a rattlesnake. “Can’t bite you.”

			“Your granddad would kill me.”

			“He won’t know. I’ll just rearrange the packs so you can’t tell one’s gone.” Bo slowly pulled the cigarette out of the red-and-white box and held it between his thumb and first finger, turning it this way and that. Raney took a lighter off the shelf and clicked it into a blue flame; the sharp scent of butane made her feel grown-up and brave. “Go on. I do it all the time.” Bo put the filter in his mouth, and she touched the flame to the tobacco. Nothing happened. “You pull the smoke into your mouth, stupid. Breathe in, not out.”

			“I know. Just give me a minute.” She clicked the lighter again, and Bo siphoned enough air through the cigarette for the paper to catch. Not two seconds later the hatch right over their heads opened up and Grandpa jumped down the ladder in three steps.

			Raney had never seen him so mad. The truth, really, was that she hadn’t much seen him mad at all. As gruff as he was with everyone else, he had never been harsh to her. Later she decided it must have been some protective instinct coming out in him, no different from Gif’s growling at Bo. Bo ducked like he thought Grandpa might hit him, but Grandpa just stood there, a look of fuming fury on his face. The small room was getting hazy from smoke; Bo was holding the cigarette in front of him like a holy candle. For a minute Raney wondered if he was going to offer it to her grandfather. Finally she hissed, “Put it out, Bo.”

			Grandpa boomed, “You’ll not waste a perfectly good cigarette on my property. Smoke it. Right here.” Bo looked at Raney, like she would overrule her own grandfather. Grandpa took the cigarette out of Bo’s hands and put it to his mouth. “I told you to smoke it.”

			So Bo took a puff, inhaling this time. He started to cough immediately, but Grandpa didn’t budge. Nobody was leaving that room until the cigarette was gone. Tears were running down Bo’s face and he coughed so hard he doubled over. After five puffs he bolted past Grandpa up the ladder and out the barn door and Raney heard him retching in the grass.

			“I started it, Grandpa,” she said.

			“And he obviously didn’t turn you down.” He followed Bo up the steps and waited for him to stop vomiting. Bo wiped his mouth and backed away. “Oh, come on,” Grandpa jeered, rolling his sleeves up his arms. “You’re enough of a man to smoke. Break into my things. What else are you good at? Think you’re strong?”

			Bo looked half-scared, half-bewildered and fully hoping a second hole in the ground might open up for his escape. “I don’t want to fight you, Mr. Remington.”

			“Hell, I’m not gonna fight you.” He looked Bo up and down and then pointed down the hill toward the highway. “It’s a half mile to that road. Half mile down and half mile back up. Tie your shoes first, pup.”

			Bo shot Raney a desperate look. She raised her eyebrows and mouthed, Just do it!

			“That’s right, kid,” Grandpa said. “You’re strong enough to beat the old man. You get a ten-count head start.”

			Bo pinched his mouth shut and then he took off. Raney couldn’t tell if he was running to race or running to get away. Grandpa counted to ten with his hands proud on his hips, and then he shot off too. He caught up with Bo halfway down the hill and from up at the barn Raney heard him whoop. They kicked a cloud of dust between them that almost blocked her view. When they reached the mailbox at the highway she could tell Bo had taken up the challenge and was digging in; he slapped the square wooden post and skidded on the gravel in a tight circle. Grandpa was so close they looked like a single four-legged creature before Bo pulled away. He started back up the hill just as fast as he’d gone down. They were both calling out now, Bo with a victorious yelp and, Raney swore, she heard her grandfather let out a laugh. She started running down the hill toward them, saw Bo grow larger and closer and Grandpa slip farther back and then they both disappeared just below the short, steep rise at the last bend. When she saw them again, Bo was in full stride, pumping fast and smiling wide. But Grandpa was doubled over at a standstill.

			Bo saw Raney’s face change as she passed him. He spun around and sprinted back to reach Grandpa first. As bad as Bo had looked after choking on that cigarette, Raney’s grandfather looked worse. He bent over his knees with a low moan, his eyes squeezed shut in a grimace and his breath coming coarse and quick. Raney knelt in the gravel beside him. “Grandpa,” she said, then repeated with a cry of panic, “Grandpa!”

			He shook his head once and then again. He put a hand on Raney’s shoulder and slowly straightened his knees and then his back until he was upright. His face was the color of ash, stubble bristled over his chin. Had it always been so gray? He was sixty-one, but he looked old to her that day. Old for the first time. It took a while for color to return to his face.

			Bo was as quiet as death through all of it. Finally he asked, “Are you all right, sir?”

			Grandpa took a deep, clearing breath and pulled up so his greater height cast a shadow over Bo. He waved him away. “Go on. Both of you, go on. You’re too scrawny to take advantage of her anyway.”

			—

			Raney’s grandfather started preparing for the end of the world the spring her mother, Celine, disappeared. Raney remembered climbing onto the kitchen counter so she could see the barn doorway through the window, watching him drive a shovel into the still winter-hardened ground, stamping his boot down onto the flange like he was crushing evil itself. For days he clove and heaved pile after pile of soil out of the earth. She remembered her grandmother washing dishes at the sink with her mouth pressed into a hard white line, offering Raney no explanation. And as young as Raney was, she understood that he didn’t need a reason to dig. He just needed a place to spew his fury and a hole in the ground was as good as anything else. After all, there’s no bottom to it until you decide you are done. She didn’t feel rage herself. Later, much later, she knew that degree of anger was too big for a four-year-old child. All she felt was a brand-new emptiness, deep as that hole under the barn.

			He pretty much quit going to work in the machine shop, maybe so that if Celine came back he would be there to catch and hold her. And she did come back once, a few months after Raney’s grandmother passed. She came and went again so quick and quiet he would never have known she’d been there but for the fact that this time she took Raney with her. The summer after Raney’s sixth birthday she woke up in the middle of the night and there stood Celine, all the blowsy blond flesh of her Raney knew from the photo she kept tucked inside a National Geographic magazine. She had wrapped the picture in a foldout map of Africa, possibly by chance or possibly because her mother was as exotic and foreign to Raney as that wild continent with its bare-breasted, dancing natives.

			Celine had already put Raney’s clothes into a grocery bag. She scooped her baby into her arms like they’d kissed good night just a few hours ago, Raney still in half a dream. The dream and the real never did fully sort out—what memories of that summer were true and what were the longing of her motherless childhood. Even years later she would recall the noise and color and smell of events that couldn’t have happened: a parking-lot carnival with every ride lit up and spinning, arcade games whirring and gonging, but Celine and Raney are the only two people there; Raney rides the Octopus standing on the seat with her arms extended wide to the wheeling sky while Celine laughs and waves to her from the deserted gate in a deserted asphalt lot. A day later, or maybe a month, Raney sits between her mother’s bare, tanned knees and pushes down the accelerator of a convertible sports car, trying to catch shimmering black pools on a hot desert road before they evaporate. That night, or a month before, or a week later, in a windowless room where it is always night, a man places a wrapped package in her lap and inside is a blue dress with a stiff petticoat—she will get a pink dress tomorrow if she stays quiet and lets her mother sleep.

			Over time she learned a few more facts. Grandpa had come into her room to wake her and found an empty bed, empty closet and drawers. He waited two days to call the police, a delay that was criticized by some, but given that it was the child’s own mother doing the taking, even the police were slow to call it kidnapping. And considering Grandpa’s view of anything resembling government, Raney never blamed him.

			They were gone for nine weeks. They took a bus down through Oregon and across Idaho, and after a stay in Denver they switched to cars driven by a series of men who all had the same unshaven face and ponytail. Then a loop through Kansas and Oklahoma and north Texas until Celine landed in Las Vegas, where they stayed long enough in one motel that it acquired the imprint of a home for Raney—a routine of waking up alone to powdered doughnuts and a carton of milk set out on the desk beside the TV, which was already tuned to the Sesame Street channel. The room had a small refrigerator with Oscar Mayer cold cuts and peanut butter and jelly. Their days and nights must have got swapped around, so by the time Raney awoke it was after dark, and by the time she heard a key ratchet into the doorknob, it was nearly dawn. Celine would take Raney down a steep set of concrete stairs where a swing set and a merry-go-round sat in a field with grass so tall she had red whip marks across her bare legs after playing, as if no other child had trampled that ground.

			The police never found them—likely handicapped by the nebulous legalities of Raney’s ownership. At the end of summer Celine drove her back to Seattle, and they crossed the sound on the ferry, a journey that stayed sharp in Raney’s memory because, even at the age of six, she knew it marked her last day with her mother. Her grandfather wasn’t home when they arrived. Celine deposited Raney in the kitchen with a bag of dirty clothes and a brand-new Barbie doll, and drove away. For the rest of time Raney would catch a scent of Jean Naté perfume or clove cigarettes, or the mustiness of an old canvas tent, the metallic tang of a Greyhound bus windowsill, and be emptied of gravity and grounding by the rogue wave of an emotion she could not name.

			—

			Raney didn’t see Bo for three days after the race. She hung around Hardy’s Store, reading Tiger Beat magazine at the rack near the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. She bought five-penny candies so she could see Mrs. Hardy’s face up close, thinking that if her eyes were red it must mean something bad had happened to Bo. It never crossed Raney’s mind to just ask outright where he was. And then on the evening of the fourth day she was in her bedroom and heard a whistle, opened the window, and there he was, straddling his bicycle in her backyard.

			After thirty seconds pretending she couldn’t care less, she went to the back door. “So where the hell were you?”

			He squinted down the long drive. “My dad says girls shouldn’t cuss.”

			“Well, I’ll remember that next time I want advice from a corn farmer in Seattle. I thought you’d gone home.”

			“My dad took me camping in the park for the weekend. I didn’t know he was coming until he showed up at the store.” He looked down the drive again, and Raney realized he was checking for her grandfather’s truck.

			“What? Did you hide in the bushes till my grandpa drove off this afternoon? He won’t be home for a couple of hours.” Bo swung his leg over his bike and they started toward the path that led through the woods to the bluff. Once the house was out of sight, he parked his bike against a fir. The path narrowed, so they couldn’t walk side by side, and Raney led him down a deer trail that skirted a clear-cut where the fireweed and yarrow grew thick and hummed with bees. She gathered a bouquet of the purple and cream flowers and showed Bo how to choose the ripest, bright-orange huckleberries from the top of the bush, still bittersweet this early in summer. Above the clearing a red-tailed hawk screamed and Bo searched the sky. “I heard a bald eagle,” he said.

			“You’ve been watching too many westerns. Eagles sound like this . . .” Raney tried to imitate the high, broken kre-ee of an eagle, less imposing than the smaller hawk’s cry. “Well, not like that. But not like they sound in the movies.” She slapped his arm and he jerked it back. “Mosquito. They’re bad this time of night.” She pinched a feathery leaf from one of the yarrows still in her hand and rolled it between her fingers, then pressed the crushed greens on his mosquito bite. “I always wonder why so many animals hunt at dusk. Mosquitoes, snakes. Coons. Filling up without a worry in the world they’ll be alive and on the go tomorrow.”

			“That is just the kind of thing you would say, Raney.”

			“What does that mean?” She let the flowers fall to the ground and started back toward the house.

			“But he’s okay, isn’t he?”

			“I was just talking, Bo. You’re the one who’s making a big thing about it. My grandfather’s fine. That was indigestion.”

			Bo hop-skipped till he caught up with her. “Does your grandfather hate me?”

			“As a matter of fact, I asked him that. He said he likes you fine. He just likes me a lot better.”

			Bo closed his mouth in a tight line and considered. “So I can keep coming around?”

			“Yeah. If you can get over being scared of both of us, you can keep comin’ around.”

			—

			For the rest of that summer they lived in the woods and the ravine and the cove, running wild as hares. For Raney it was little in the way of new, but Bo was a prisoner set free, starting that summer off in a tight fist and every day between him and his parents’ fights letting a little more light inside. His pale, blue-white skin became blushed in days of sun. Someday, Raney decided, she would invent paints that came with permanent scents: greens that smelled of fish and seaweed; yellows that smelled like lightning strikes and crushed cedar and wet bark stripped from hundred-year-old firs; creams and whites that smelled like sand sifting through your fingers. By the end of that summer Bo’s portrait would have smelled like all of those. Even his body changed. His muscles began to fill his lean height, which had seemed like a cumbersome gift he couldn’t coordinate.

			Bo had a whole list of books he was supposed to read that summer, and when the rain kept them inside he’d pull one out of his pack. They might have been assigned, but Raney could tell he liked reading them. Often she found them left behind in the bathroom or on a kitchen counter, and he made no effort to reclaim them, pointedly leaving The Catcher in the Rye a second time and asking if they read “that kind of book” at her school. She was stung at first, but the books collected on her shelves and slowly she began to read them.

			Raney’s school started before Labor Day, but Bo stayed around another week until his father came to take him to his new boarding school in Connecticut. His last weekend in Quentin was over a full moon, a tide high enough to swell the brackish lagoon near the mouth of the river. At its crest the flood of fresh and salt water in the pool was more than eight feet at the deep spot. Years before, kids now full grown had strung a rope off the angled branches of a big madrone. The bound knot was as thick as a thigh and so weathered it had petrified into a solid mass—impossible to trace one lap of rope around another. No grown-ups ever checked it, but the town was small enough that any broken necks or backs would have been famous, and so the swing was universally accepted as safe. Most things are until a disaster occurs.

			In late July, Bo had tried the swing once on Raney’s dare, but he’d dropped a single second too late in the arc of fall and his gangly legs had struck hard against the bottom; the shock jerked his breath away and zinged through his spine. Raney had waited for him to inhale, made a shallow dive, and pulled him to the ladder of roots that climbed the steep, muddy bank. After that, somehow the tide was never high enough, or the day warm enough, or the mood right for them to try the swing again. It became an event they both remembered and pretended had never happened, which made it as much a pact of loyalty as slicing their fingers open and touching blood to blood. Maybe it was that bond, or the full moon, or knowing Bo was heading to another world two thousand miles away. Or maybe it was the combined force of all. On his last full day in Quentin, Bo looked at the tidemark on the cliff and said, “The lagoon is right for the rope swing if we go now.”
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